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By Tara Schuster and available from Headline


Glow in the F*cking Dark


Buy Yourself the F*cking Lilies









About the Book


No matter how dark things get, there is a light in all of us that cannot be extinguished. Let’s reclaim it.


Tara Schuster thought she was on stable ground. For years, she’d worked like hell to repair the emotional wounds inflicted during what she refers to as her ‘mess-wreck disaster’ of a childhood. She’d brought radical healing rituals and self-love into her life. On most days, she was a happy, stable adult. She even wrote a book about it! But then she lost her job, the one on which she had staked her entire identity. Cue a panic-attack-doom-spiral that brought her harshest childhood traumas to the surface. Isolated at home during a global pandemic, she felt piercing loneliness and a lack of purpose like she had never known. Finally, after experiencing a terrifying dissociative episode while driving down the highway, she realised that enough was enough; she needed to slow down and pull over – literally. It was time for Tara to stop the hustling and to reclaim her essential, free, and loving self.


Glow in the F*cking Dark is a guide to healing your deepest wounds, getting off your ‘good enough’ plateau and creating the spectacular life that you most desire. Tara clawed her way out of the darkness and recovered her shine, and in this book, she shows how to:


* recognise trauma reactions and choose new ways to respond


* explore what’s really under your anxiety


* repair your relationship with your body


* find solace and purpose in something bigger than yourself


Full of practical, achievable baby steps that we can take today, this book is for anyone ready to liberate themselves from their emotional suffering, discover their purpose, and finally sit in the driver’s seat of their life. It’s for anyone who is tired, hurting and feeling like their essential brightness has dimmed. It’s for people who are ready to glow, even when sh*t gets grim









For you,


well on your way,


illuminating the path for us all









We are stars wrapped in skin. The light you are seeking has always been within.


Rumi









AUTHOR’S NOTE


I AM THE last person you want to calculate the tip at a restaurant, or track the expenses of a group trip (ask my friends), or tell you what time to arrive at the airport unless you want to play a thrilling game of Is There Any Chance in Hell I Will Make This Flight? This is to say that I am terrible with numbers, dates, and time to the extent that within one journal, covering one month, I have listed my entries as having taken place in different years despite the fact that I am no time traveler. So, to deal with my “imaginative” sense of time and with the fact that healing, sadly, isn’t the linear pursuit I have always hoped it would be, I have rearranged and compressed the timeline when it served the narrative or when I just couldn’t fucking remember. I have also changed most names and identifying characteristics of the people who appear in this book, because I’m not trying to go after anyone (yet— I reserve the right to do so when I’m ready) and I don’t want people worrying that by interacting with me they will end up in a book. They will. But with a new name, and that makes all the difference, right?


I’ve tried to show myself, fully. In all things, I let truth, courage, and compassion guide me.









PULL OVER


I’M CAREENING DOWN Highway 40 in the Mojave Desert as night threatens to engulf the day. Blistering wind floods through my car’s open windows, whipping my unwashed hair around my face in stinging lashes. Through the strands, I clock my surroundings: nothing but gnarled Joshua trees and never-ending sand melting into a blur, and the world looks alien, like Dr. Seuss’s version of the moon. I need to get out of here, to launch off the road and break through the atmosphere and into outer space, because Earth is not tolerable right now. I jam my right foot on the accelerator and watch the car’s speedometer push from eight-five to ninety, and now ninety-five, as I feel less and less in control.


“WHAT IS HAPPENING TO ME?” I scream to no one as I bang my hands on the steering wheel. But, my hands? They don’t appear to be my hands. Though I recognize my beloved rings and my shoddy, self-done manicure, my hands appear to be hovering a few inches off of the steering wheel, in no way connected to my body, which is— to say the least— freaking me the fuck out. And actually, my whole body feels like it’s floating above me like a morbid kite, making me nauseous. But I’ve barely eaten in the past two days, so what would come up? All of my insides? I sure hope so, because that seems a whole lot better than what I’m experiencing now.


How can I feel this sick, this out of control, this soul-level bad? I wonder. Because in some pretty fundamental ways, my life is damn good. In fact, for the past decade, I have worked like hell to heal the emotional wounds inflicted on me by my parents during my neglected-shit-show-psychologically-abusive-mess-wreck-disaster of a childhood. I might have grown up in a house where things came to die, in a din of my parents’ never-ending screaming, chaos, stress, and money troubles, but I have worked to bring radical self-care, healing rituals, and self-love into my life, and it has changed me. It really has! I re-parented myself into a flourishing adult who is, most days, not having an out-of-body-panic-attack-doom-spiral experience. I’ve even written a book about it. So why, oh why does every cell in my body, every single tissue, feel like it is being wrung dry? And why can’t I feel my hands?


Well. Here’s the thing. I just lost my job. My executive position at Comedy Central, where I have worked for over a decade. One-third of my life. It was my happily-ever-after job. The thing at which I pointed to show that, Yes, I was a neglected child who had to overcome my ingrained beliefs that I was worthless, that I could never give up my addictions to weed, booze, and boys, that I could never stop treating life like a series of crises to be endured, but LOOK— it turned out all right— I’m a successful adult, I’m living the dream! People introduced me as “Tara Schuster, Comedy Central” like it was my married last name. But it’s gone now. The financial fallout from the pandemic shut down our whole department. I’m remarkably lucky to have savings, no kids to support, no mortgage to pay, and to not be in any real danger. But I have to tell you, it’s been hard.


The toughest part has been figuring out how to structure my days without someone else telling me what to do. I went from showing friends with pride how many overlapping, brightly colored meeting boxes made up my Outlook calendar to maybe having one Zoom every few weeks if I could coerce friends to “hang out.” I went from waking up thinking about what I had to accomplish at the office and how I would strategically zigzag my way from task to task with MAX efficiency, to lying in bed, wondering if I had the stamina to go to the grocery store. I have been working since high school, taking summer jobs, weird internships that were more like indentured servitude (one was billed as an opportunity to learn about playwriting but turned out to be a master class in removing filthy storm windows from the walls of a decrepit theater, which, by the way, I did gladly), so it feels disorienting to have no schedule. And, if I’m real with you, my job was my entire life; I hung most of my self-worth on it. And now, for the first time, I’m completely alone. Cooped up in my one-bedroom apartment during a global pandemic with my fractured identity, my raging anxiety, and about one ton of dried black beans that I had to fight for.


And so, two days ago, because my life is a petit disaster, and because the way I deal with distress is by DOING— by going, moving, fixing, by “KEEP ON ACHIEVING, WOMAN”— I googled “How can I help in the 2020 election?” and clicked the first result: “You can help in Arizona!” So just like that, I decided to move to Flagstaff, way up in the mountains, where the Internet tells me I am needed. Light research revealed that it snows in Flag-staff, which I can barely believe, because it does not fit in my mind’s eye of Arizona (i.e., orange earth, cacti, Wile E. Coyote). Flagstaff allegedly has a pinewood forest, too, and it’s the world’s first “International Dark Sky Community,” which, I learned, means that the government and citizens have agreed to work together to keep the night sky as dark as possible so that you can see the stars shine. Can you believe that in 2020, an entire city has agreed on anything, much less night sky stewardship? Something about being in a place known for darkness feels like it matches my current mood perfectly.


Which brings us to now, flying down the highway as the sun sets on yet another grim, why-God-why day. I know that day follows night but right now it feels like every day is a new night, somehow bleaker, more horrible than the previous. When is light going to break through? How long can we live in obscurity? I think. My spiraling is interrupted by the ringing of my cellphone. It’s my new therapist, Dr. Candace. I called her before getting in the car to (1) have a meltdown on her voicemail because, well, it’s kind of a classic move for me and really, if you can’t melt down to your therapist, who can you melt down to, and (2) let her know I had the excellent idea to fix all my problems by moving to Arizona.


I pick up and her voice floods through the car speakers. “Hi. I just got your message. Are you safe right now?” What a stupid question, I think. “Yeah, of course I’m safe. I’m just . . . driving . . . to Arizona,” I defensively explain. “Tara. Driving from Los Angeles to Arizona in your condition is not safe. From what you described in your message, you’re somewhere between a dissociative episode and a panic attack.” Dr. Candace and I have been talking a lot about these “dissociative episodes,” instances when a traumatic memory is so overwhelming that my brain effectively tries to escape reality to protect me. It makes me feel like I’m living outside of myself, which gives me some momentary relief, but it also makes me sick to my stomach and question basic things like if my hands are actually my hands and if I should cut my own bangs. (Obviously not. There is never a reason to cut your own bangs.) “You can’t drive right now.” Dr. Candace is stern. “What I need you to do right now is pull over. Can you safely pull over?”


“Pull over.” The words ring in my head like a cymbal— surprising, piercing, sharp. It has never once in my life occurred to me to pull over. Since I was a child, when confronted with any discomfort, my gut reaction has been to hustle— to get good grades, to make teachers like me, to show my boss I am the best, to do, to achieve every marker of external success, to make it somewhere. But where exactly? I’m not so sure anymore, but I’ve been in constant motion for the past thirty-four years, hurtling forward with no regard for how it feels. And how it feels, by the way, is like sandpaper on the soul: rough and raw and wrong. My friends often tell me that I have a “productivity illness”— this means that even when I am in the throes of a depressive episode, I can, say, send out a newsletter, take a meeting, or volunteer at the Covid vaccination clinic.* It has always felt to me that if I am not doing, I am not existing. But lately it all just feels . . . useless. Whenever I get “there,” “there” immediately disintegrates and I turn to some new, impossible task that singularly grabs my attention as I shove and press and race for it not only to work but for it to be THE BEST. I have to be the best, there is no alternative.


As I hurtle down this remote highway in my Prius of Doom, my legs sticky with sweat on the pleather seat, I finally see the obvious: I no longer have a choice. I actually can’t keep moving forward. Even if I think I should be fine, even if I have it “pretty good,” I’ve forced my mind and body into overdrive one too many times and they have justifiably revolted against me. Something deep within me seeks liberation, from my thoughts, from my anxieties, from my past, from my voracious need for outside achievement to give me my worth. I’ve got to figure out who remains when everything is taken away, because many things have been taken away. I urgently need to stop producing, stop fixing, stop spinning, just stop, stop, STOP.


I pull over. For the first time in my life, I pull over.


So . . . here’s the thing. What I said before? About losing my job? And that being the catalyst for my panic drive to Arizona? It wasn’t the whole thing. Losing my job was not what had me so untethered, even though for a long time I thought (and maybe wished) it was. The job had simply been a levee, keeping the surging— at times, unrelenting— deluge of my deepest storms at bay. Because as much as I write about how I didn’t have “the worst childhood ever”— and I really didn’t— there are things that happened that were . . . truly disturbing. Things that maybe someone else, someone stronger, someone better, could have just walked away from, unscathed, or at least less fucked-up, but I’m not someone else. I’m me, and that shit still hurts.


If you’ve read my first book, Buy Yourself the F*cking Lilies,* then you know that after a minimally parented, emotionally abusive upbringing, I hit rock bottom on my twenty-fifth birthday when I drunk-dialed my therapist, threatening to kill myself. COOL, NON-EMBARRASSING STORY. The morning after, I felt so ashamed that I decided that if I didn’t do something to save my life, I wouldn’t have much more of a life to live. I didn’t have parents around to teach me how to take care of myself, so I spent the next five years creating a Google Document called “A Curriculum of Self-Care/Re-Parenting Myself,” in which I noted any idea that I thought might heal me. I read memoirs as self-help, I gave up my Great Love and trusted crutch, marijuana, altogether, I asked adults I admired how they lived, I put paying for therapy above every other expense in my life, I tried every single solution in a desperate courageous attempt to grow myself up. And it worked. BY GOD, IT WORKED! By thirty, I found that I was no longer thinking of ending my life, I was eager to live it.


And living it I was. My rituals gave me the stability and the opportunity to love myself and build the life I so desperately wanted. I enjoyed my days, I felt content for the first time ever, a feat that, before I re-parented myself, seemed impossible. But how great could things be if I had just been on the highway in the middle of a desert, going dangerously fast, experiencing what felt like the unwanted love child of a panic attack and a dissociative episode? It didn’t exactly scream “picture of mental health and stability.”


The truth is, for years, even though I kinda, sorta knew I had more work to do, I had been too afraid to face my soul bruises simply because I didn’t know how. And! My life was good! It was kind of awesome and glamorous, and fun— FUN! Life was fun for the first time . . . ever! What would happen if I dug deeper? Would I mess with my hard-won stability? Would I ruin everything I had so PAINSTAKINGLY built? I couldn’t even think about risking that. Losing my job made the decision for me. Isolated at home with nothing to distract me, the things I didn’t want to face finally had the space to face me, to present themselves like furious, feral monsters I had banished to living under my bed. Once free, the monsters would not go back to sleep. I had no choice but to see them in all their hideous glory.


I don’t think I’m alone in this. I think there are a lot of us who carry emotional hurts, big and small, but ignore them because we have never been taught to do otherwise and we don’t want to muddle up our lives with what we assume will be an overwhelming experience. I mean, I remember taking geometry and learning what the Pythagorean theorem* was, but I have zero recollection of a teacher explaining how to mindfully navigate anxiety. Or how to quiet negative self-chatter. Or HOW TO BREATHE DEEPLY. Like, for real, HOW ARE YOU SUPPOSED TO BREATHE?! I STILL DON’T KNOW.


What we do know is the fact that we live with the fear that the rug is always on the verge of being yanked out from under us and that it is probably, in some way, related to our alcoholic mom whom we had to walk on eggshells around. But! We don’t deal with that lasting hurt because we “don’t have time.” We know that the reason we feel like we’ll never be good enough is probably, in some way, related to our father, who criticized every single thing we did growing up and, well, frankly, still does. Buuuut! There is laundry to do and family obligations, and isn’t it self-indulgent to focus so much on “healing”? Or, we’re not at all sure why we wake up in the morning fully panicked, hyper-vigilant for threats, living in a constant state of vague worry. We’ll handle it later, someday, after our kid turns five, after we make partner at our law firm, maybe, “when things are less hectic.” But you know as well as I do— if you’re not dealing with the thing you know you need to deal with, it’s dealing with you. And it’s likely that the people around you are dealing with it too.


I’m reluctant to talk about “trauma” here. I’ll be honest, I always thought trauma was reserved for people who suffered BIG-TIME, that it had to be utterly appalling to be real, or that maybe trauma was actually fake and that people just needed to move on, and that my pain— the anguish and turmoil living just under my skin— was unjustified and maybe even normal. But as my therapist likes to remind me when I go on a rant questioning if I have the right to feel as bad as I do, there is an easy answer. First off: Every human has the right and worth to feel however they feel. Full stop. It doesn’t help ANYONE for ANY OF US to deny what is real or to insist upon a hierarchy of pain* in which some people are entitled to feel heartache and the rest of us “need to move on.” Second, simply ask yourself: Did an emotional laceration from way back cause lasting distress that haunts your present in a pattern you can’t seem to change? Does your past bleed over your present? Yes? Welp. Then you are allowed to claim your own suffering. It’s actually that simple.


For me, with the dimness of the world, with the loss of my job, and with my most shadowy memories blasting to the surface (ugh, we will certainly get to those later), I knew I had to dig deeper and heal that something that was so troubled at the bottom of my soul. I could hear this pained little voice calling out, but her message was muffled and scattered. What was I supposed to do with that? Like, at least speak clearly into the soul-phone, little voice, this is hard enough. I wondered: Could I actually, for real, heal my bedrock wounds, the things that happened so early in my childhood that they, in very large part, formed who I was and how I thought and how I behaved? Could I heal the things in my adulthood that felt insurmountable?


Honestly, I doubted I could, and even if it was possible, JESUS, was that going to take a lot of work. Work that in my current condition, I was in no state to take on. Instead, I decided my life could get to a certain level of satisfying, but that I would never be able to transcend my “Good Enough Plateau”: a place where I had an almost-right job, in which I felt mostly happy, like a modern Little Miss Muffet chilling contentedly with her curds and whatever the fuck “whey” is.* Don’t get me wrong: I was grateful for the plateau, at times I CLUNG to the plateau, the plateau was miles and miles above where I had started. But . . . become a person who utterly trusted herself? One of those super-annoying people who, starry-eyed, leaps into their wildest dreams? Build internal safety so that external forces could never destroy my peace? Become one of those people who can hear their own instincts and have the bravery to follow through with them while looking chic as hell in just jeans and a white T-shirt? No, I wasn’t one of them. I wasn’t Kristen Stewart.


So. I settled. I settled on something that while awesome and better than where I began didn’t feel entirely true or entirely me. And the more I made “good enough” decisions about my life, the more lost I felt. Because now that I loved and respected myself, it felt much worse to ignore my damage. The self-care gave me the perspective, self-awareness, and self-respect to see that there was more work to do, but I wasn’t ready.


Back alongside the exit ramp off the highway, I park on a dirt road, somewhere between Los Angeles and Arizona, with Dr. Candace’s words “pull over” resounding in my head. There are no cars, people, or buildings for as far as I can see. I gingerly open the door, and put one foot out after the other, slowly, onto the ground beneath me. I take one step, then another, and feel the sand crunch beneath my weight. I notice how good the solid earth feels, how it immediately steadies and supports me. I breathe in the hot desert air and feel it warm my lungs, my throat, my blood.


Scanning the horizon, I see that the blue of the sky is varied, an ombre shade that moves from navy to cornflower blue, to purple, then to white as the last rays of the sun fade away into astronomical twilight, that singularly spectacular moment the sun submits to the moon. It’s not that bad to be on the side of the road, I think. Tearing down the highway at ninety-five miles an hour, so overwhelmed by my panic, I hadn’t noticed that the real-life view in the present was actually spectacular.


I continue to walk in the sand, regaining my composure, coming back to my body. I look up and the sky is morphing, turning darker and deeper navy, until all around me I am surrounded by a vast . . . fucking . . . star field. I don’t know how else to describe it. In the desert, with no light pollution, all I can see are pinpoints of luminescence, a screen of glitter enveloping me. These stars don’t just glimmer, they glow; they cast off an almost protective aura of light. My skin breaks into the good chills and I wonder aloud, “How do you do that? Can I do that?” Now that we all know how quickly the external circumstances of our lives can go to utter shit, can I create my own light, a light that I can take anywhere, a light that sustains me even when things get profoundly dark?


I climb back into my Prius and start googling the fuck out of stars.* According to my extensive and highly scientific Internet research, the reason stars glitter is because they have been through so much. Stars are born when clouds of gas and dust are pushed together by the unrelenting force of gravity. All of the motion, the pushing, the prodding, the exertion of forces beyond the gas and dust’s control, heats up the nebula, making the star smaller and smaller and hotter and hotter until the center becomes so blistering that the hydrogen gas in the star goes nuclear. At the moment when the vapor couldn’t feel more squeezed, it becomes a star that has the power to glow for billions of years. It’s the pressure, the process, all of the bullshit the star has endured, that gives it its resiliency. And as we know, the stars don’t just shine for themselves, they shine for all of us here on planet Earth looking up to the sky, in our pulled-over cars, asking what the fuck of life.


We are stars. I mean that quite literally. Most of the elements that make up our bodies came from the Big Bang, from the very things that make up stars. I think you’ve probably heard that before and it isn’t a fable, it’s true. Isn’t that just about the most enchanting thing to think about? That you are made of stars? I also mean this figuratively. We arrive here as unique clusters of DNA that only our parents could create, and we have our very own personalities from the jump (if you’ve met any toddler, you know this to be true). Then, our parents, our teachers, our society, our obligations, history, power structures, other people’s expectations, push and push on us, but rather than make us implode or explode or throw our hands up and give up or settle down, I’ve learned that we can be just like stars, taking all of that pressure and turning it into our eternal glow.


What does it even mean to glow? you very rightly ask. That word has been pretty diluted by the beauty industry lately. Please allow me to reclaim it. The dictionary definition of “glow” is “to give out a steady light without flame” or to give off a “a steady radiance of light or heat.” Notice how the flame is not a part of glow? Flames burn out. Instead, glow is an inner light that luminates on its own. It’s inextinguishable and can both fuel and sustain you. It’s hard to be a person, really, it is, and the fact that you’re here at all, the fact that you’ve survived everything you’ve been through and you’re with this book now, questioning how to heal your soul, that tells me everything I need to know. You are ready, you are capable, you are worthy, and you are going to do this work wearing the dopest sneakers of all time because that’s just you. And I am going to give you every ounce of myself and every (highly embarrassing and painful) lesson I’ve learned, because I want you to know that you are allowed to lead the mystical, magical, and safe life that you dream of.


To be very clear with you, I am no expert. I’m not a therapist, nor have I gone to theological school, nor am I claiming to have all of the answers. I VERY MUCH DO NOT HAVE ALL OF THE ANSWERS. I am someone who ignored her mail for so long that by the time I did bother to open it, I found out my car insurance had been canceled, a hospital had put me into debt collections for a twenty-five-dollar bill, and all of my friends were getting married. That was last week, by the way. I certainly do not have it all together. I’m just a person who went through some shit, continues to go through shit, and is endlessly curious about how we can make the process of living enjoyable and meaningful. This is probably because I was straight-up miserable the first twenty-five years of my life and vowed not to waste another second hating myself or feeling like a burden. While I don’t have the answers, I know I’m asking the right questions. I know I’m making progress when I look at my journals through the years and read how much more I both know and trust myself. I know my worth, and that is just about the biggest goddamn shock of all.


I’m not saying it’s going to be easy. Oh man, I am not saying that. There’s no sheet mask to cure your deepest emotional damage. If there were, you know I’d own the world’s supply. I’d make my own brand #GlowMask #Influencer (#Gross). Still, there is a little shortcut I can offer you: I know you have the power to glow because you already do. The human body is bioluminescent. It glows on its own. Ultrasensitive cameras can photograph our natural radiance. So, you glow already, whether you like it or not. Now is the time to clear off the dirt, the cobwebs, and the ghosts that are obscuring the shine within you and set that glow free.


This book is a guide to healing your past, getting off your Good Enough Plateau, finding a safe home within yourself, developing habits that will give you true resilience, and creating the life that you want. You are allowed to have your own experience, a life that has never been lived before. Because it hasn’t.


It’s a practical handbook to reclaiming your soul. No big deal. It’s for people who are ready to heal their innermost wounds and discover their purpose. It’s for anyone who is tired, hurting, and feeling like their shine is gone. I am not going to advocate that you quit your job, move to Arizona, or start your own crystal healing center. Though, if you do, please invite me. I love shiny things and I am down to learn your mystical craft. But neither am I going to suggest that you can do this work “later,” when you have “time,” or “money,” or your “life has calmed down.” That time WILL NEVER COME and this work will end up like your last scrapbook project in the cupboard— a nice thought, never to be tackled again.* Instead, I am going to share with you the practical, free, joyful baby steps you can take today to unleash your inner glow, to make it so luminescent, so fucking bright, that it lights the way not just for you but for everyone around you. Because, as we know too well, shit can be grim, and it would benefit us all to share whatever glimmers of hope we can find, in an attempt to internalize the reality that we are not alone, even when it feels that way. Together we make up a constellation of the most exquisite, beloved, glittering stars in the night sky. We desperately need to light the way for one another. Or, I’ll just speak for myself: I need you to glow for me so that when I get lost, I can find my way back home.


I’m not fishing for a compliment here, but I want you to know something: There is nothing particularly special about me other than that I show up for myself again and again. I try. I fall down. I try again. I try so hard every day to stay curious, to remain open to possibility and growth, because if I had a fixed mindset, then I would still be convinced that I was just as worthless as my parents made me feel, believing that it would be easier to die than to take responsibility for my life, and probably still be wearing an outfit from Forever 21 that was so synthetic I could burst into flames at any minute. And if I did it— the six-year-old with dirty tights falling down her legs and a rat’s nest of hair because her parents neglected her; if I did it— the high school student who felt such emotional turmoil and pain that she perma-smoked weed to blunt and escape all of her feelings; if I did it— the twenty-five-year-old drunk-dialing her therapist threatening to take her own life, you can absolutely do it. I know it sounds impossible, but I once thought becoming a morning person was impossible and I now get up at six-thirty a.m. every day. Even weekends. It’s disgusting.


The life you want is already here, waiting for you. The person you want to be, that dynamic spark that while sometimes dimmed is always lit within you, it’s all already here. We just need to crack you open a little and let those rays out. Out of the gloom and into the light, I promise life is easier, more enjoyable, and full of fucking glitter, but not the kind you can’t get out of your rug.


So what do you say, my darling friend? Are you ready to take all your disappointments, defeats, and damage and pull them in so closely, hold them so dearly, treat them so lovingly, that you fuse them into a star that can’t burn out? Are you ready to plant yourself firmly in the night sky so that you can be a beacon for everyone around you and for yourself when you inevitably get a little lost? Are you ready to claim your ancient birthright, to embrace that you are already made of stars, you are already miraculous, and that you are allowed to shine however you damn well please? Are you ready to glow in the dark?


Grab my hand. Let’s go so deep into the night and glow so outrageously brightly that we become our own sun and make our own day, our collective light pushing back against the seemingly endless night.


I’m in if you’re in.


With tears in my eyes and love for your soul,


[image: Tara Schuster]
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THE ARTIST FORMERLY KNOWN AS T$ (THANK YOU FOR MAKING THAT A THING)










I.



HEAL









Tro-mah


If It’s Hysterical, It’s Historical


THE FIRST TIME I HEARD someone earnestly use the word “trauma,” I was on a date with a guy I met on the Internet. I had sneaked my way into an invite-only celebrity dating app where I had options for potential dates like, “DJ slash Instagram influencer slash model” and “[image: image]”* Not only had I tricked the app into thinking I was worthy of people who listed their profession as “founder,”† I had even secured my first date and found myself sitting across a wooden bistro table from a bona fide Hot Person: an actor who was professionally attractive. As someone who usually dates “interesting” to “sickly looking” people,‡ this was a revelation. A verified, blue-checked Hot Person! A tall Australian with a tousle of strawberry blond bangs swooping over his glasses and an accent that could melt the artisanal butter right off your gluten-free bread.


As we discussed the menu, I felt those I wanna get close to your skin butterflies. Flustered by his attractiveness, I hastily ordered the first item, a cold kale salad with dried cranberries (???). I tried to recover from my incredibly lame, not-enough-food order by asking for the dressing on the side and a cup of water with no ice (again: ???), as if complicating the order made it better. Nothing says romance like cold kale (that was for sure going to end up stuck in my teeth), dressing on the side, and lukewarm tap water.


As we exchanged our getting-to-know-you questions (“Where are you from? Who do you hate?”), I asked him what he was currently working on. He explained that he was in between seasons of his hit biker/zombie/apocalypse TV show and was taking this hiatus to work on a documentary. “I’m looking into how tro-mah affects every single part of our lives. You look at the root causes of war, you look at how people mistreat one another, and usually, all our issues stem from tro-mah. Mom who has severe anxiety and gives it to her children? Tro-mah. Dad who is abusive to his kids and was abused himself? Tro-mah. And then there is cultural tromah! The Holocaust, the political system, discrimination and oppression. We soak in that tro-mah every day.”


Eh . . . Did I miss something here? What was “tro-mah”? I wondered as I looked into his unreasonably blue eyes. (HOW WERE HIS EYES THAT BLUE? HOW DO SOME PEOPLE GET BORN LIKE THIS?!) It took me a minute to come out of my swoon and realize that the word “tro-mah,” without a bewitching Australian accent, was English for “trauma.” Trauma.


Oh God. No. I felt a full-body revulsion as if my eyes might roll so hard into the back of my skull that they would come loose and drop down my throat like errant pinballs, only to land somewhere in the pit of my stomach. We all have our shit, but do we really need to dwell on it? Is EVERYTHING really “trauma”? This feels indulgent. Just moments ago, I had been thinking about how to ask this gorgeous specimen to come over to my place for a post-salad snuggle. Now I just wanted to get the fuck away from him.


I wrapped up the date as quickly as possible, oddly insisting that I had an early meeting the next day (I did not— it was Saturday), and that this, in some ways, was a work dinner (it definitely was not and framing it that way was highly problematic). I flagged down our waitress and, without waiting for the bill, reached for my credit card so that we could expedite the process. My wallet, however, had other ideas. I was so flustered that I ripped the tab off the zipper and was now unable to open it. I grasped at the brass nub, but it wouldn’t budge. I picked up a butter knife and jammed it into the track, trying to jimmy it loose. With pity in his eyes, the hot Australian looked at me, the wallet with a knife in it, and said sweetly, “I can cover your salad.”


Back home, I had two major realizations. The first was that kale salad is not dinner. If I order a kale salad without any protein for dinner, then I will be inhaling an entire frozen pizza two hours later. The second, and marginally more important, realization was that I had clearly been set off by the word “trauma.”


As is my custom when I have an intense and inexplicable reaction to something, I sat down on my aggressively floral duvet, picked up my journal with a cover illustration of the Trevi Fountain depicted in delicate detail, and let my favorite white-and-gold pen investigate. As I wrote, I found myself proclaiming, “I didn’t have it that bad! I have no right to trauma. Trauma is for other people who have really SUFFERED. I just had a kinda consistently bad childhood. Why is everyone so sensitive? Why does everyone have ‘issues’? AND, let’s say that some things, for me, were a little on the ‘traumatic’ scale, well fuck that! I have already done SO MUCH WORK. THERE CAN’T BE ANYTHING LEFT TO DO. IT WOULDN’T BE FAIR!!”


Wow, I thought, reading my scribbled temper tantrum. The lady doth protest too much, methinks.* If the mere suggestion that trauma could play an unconscious role in people’s lives— the dude had never said anything specific about me— forced me to skip a potential make-out sesh with a legitimately paid-to-be-handsome person, then I knew there was definitely something to unpack.


Even though I had been in therapy off and on for ten, fifteen, twenty years, there were certainly some feelings and memories that lingered that I wished didn’t exist. At some level, I understood that they affected my present life, but mostly, I ignored them, thinking that they weren’t “important” or “big” enough to be addressed. They played like a program I neglected to shut down, running in the background of my computer screen, invisible behind all of the windows and tabs I had open, but sucking down my emotional battery nonetheless.† I called this cluster of bad feelings and memories “the Thing.” It was like a cloud, a sequence of hard-to-swallow moments from my early childhood that I had absolutely no interest in revisiting. But every now and then, they would visit me, unannounced and certainly unwelcomed. Rude.


Recently, they found me on my first “post-Covid” outing, when I attended a reading for a new poetry book about how love is an act of resistance in late-stage capitalism. Or something like that. In any event, I think that’s what they were talking about because I know NOTHING about “late-stage capitalism,” and I have to confess, I am barely interested in the topic. But the guy I was dating knew the author, and a poetry reading seemed like a pretty soft launch into the post-quarantine world.


We were on the back “patio” (converted parking lot) of a dive bar. Everyone’s outfits seemed strange, like people were deciding what fashion was for the first time and the decision was chunky sneakers, giant flood-leg pants, and crop tops. After a pandemic, what you wear on your first outing is a statement, and I was not here for these statements. And honestly, why are crop tops a thing? How can you charge me for a full shirt when a quarter of it is missing? OH GOD, WRITING THIS MAKES ME FEEL SO OLD. To be fair, however, I have always hated crop tops, even when I was young enough to wear them. Though I did partake in the Baby-T Movement of the 1990s, my chubby little belly spilling out from under a T-shirt that read da brat, in giant block letters. But I digress . . .*


The plastic tables and chairs had, in my estimation, been set up incorrectly— way too close together, not socially distanced at all. The stage was wrong, too, directly adjacent to the sidewalk and street, so the author had to compete with the loud conversation of a family trying to decide if they were parking in a legal space. “Well, what does the sign read?” a man barked, totally unaware that on the other side of the wooden fence, an audience of seventy was straining to hear the poet passionately discuss “social contractions.” “I don’t know, it’s confusing, ‘No Parking Anytime,’ but two-hour parking seven a.m. to six p.m.? What does that mean? Is it no parking or some parking?” A woman tried to decipher this Rosetta stone of municipal regulations. I had no idea what the fuck anyone was talking about, either with the parking or the post-sovereign precepts. It did not help that the speaker was also, tragically, stationed directly next to the open-air “kitchen” of a hot dog roller and French fry stand. Every time an order was ready, a waiter had to walk across the stage with trays of fried food. It was a shit show.


As I sat there envisioning how superior my version of this reading would have been, I was hit by a feeling of sadness, and panic. Why wasn’t the guy I was here with holding my hand? And not only that, why had he not introduced me to his friends? Instead, when we arrived, he’d gone to mingle and left me on my own, with nothing to do but ask random strangers about their outfits. “Tell me about your belly chain! Where did you get it?” I asked a girl with a thick, metal belt of interconnecting circles lying across her hips. “I made it,” she said, laughing. “Too much alone time in Covid and I picked up welding.” Wow. She had mastered an actual skill while I still couldn’t bake the goddamn bread that apparently every self-satisfied person on earth had perfected. (I still don’t know what a “starter” is, nor do I care to.)* I’m good at making friends, so it wasn’t a huge deal, but it didn’t feel great to not be included. I tried to look cool and act like I didn’t care, but I did care. Why was he ignoring me? Was he not as into me as I was into him?


I began a familiar spiral of DOES THIS BOY LIKE ME? Have I misread all the signs? Does the fact that he won’t hold my hand mean this relationship is doomed? A creeping sensation spread across my skin, sharp and tingly, as if my whole body yearned to be pulled into his orbit and soothed by his touch. Once we were seated, I inched closer to him, letting my hand graze his, almost begging for him to grab onto me. But he WOULDN’T GRAB MY HAND, no matter how much I coyly grazed his.† I bit down as hard as I could, feeling my jaw tighten with pinpricks of fear as my stomach swelled with the churning acid of anxiety. I felt dizzy, and like I was miles away from the incomprehensible poetry reading.


Suddenly, I remembered the threat of inflation to the U.S. economy. I had spent my entire adult life saving money and kept it in cash because I was too risk averse to put it in the stock market.* As the threat of inflation loomed, would I be wiped out? Images from my AP European history textbook of children carting wheel-barrows full of money in Weimar Germany flashed in my mind and now caused a full-blown stress migraine, the kind that pushes from the back of your brain to the front wall of your skull. The panic and fear of inflation triggered a new thought— with everything going on in the world, with Covid, with the fact that this boy was going to abandon me, and the reality that soon, children would be playing with my valueless money, and since everything was going to ruin anyhow— maybe it would be better to be dead? Or at least unconscious for the next five years . . . minimum? Maybe that would be easier?


At this point in my life, I had done enough therapy, had touched suicidal thoughts often enough to know— this probably wasn’t rational. And like the good patient I am, I got through that reading without revealing my panic, and the next day, took my thought loop to my psychologist for investigation. In my most “serious” voice, I described the scene to Dr. Candace in excruciating detail. How I didn’t feel seen by the boy I was with. I described how his lack of touch and the possibility of abandonment triggered an unbearable thought loop of loss. I lamented how I just couldn’t get on board with crop tops. I knew Dr. Candace would validate all of my feelings with profound compassion. But. She burst out laughing. Not a chuckle. An uncontrollable fit, to the point where she threw her head down and then back up again, flipping her hair. She had a huge smile on her red face, tears coming to her eyes, and— maybe it’s revisionist history, but— I feel like she even slapped her knee? This was all on Zoom so in speaker view, her laughing face took up my entire computer monitor.


At first, I was taken aback, THIS WAS SERIOUS! I was having thoughts of dying. But then I laughed too. It suddenly struck me how wildly off base from reality these thoughts were. “I’m so sorry to laugh that much, really I am,” Dr. Candace managed to get out as she recovered. “But what you just described is a textbook trauma reaction. When you are at ten out of ten, i.e., ‘This is so unbearable that it would be easier to be dead,’ but the situation is a lame poetry reading— it doesn’t get more on the nose than that. You were hysterical (and I’m sorry to use that word) about something historical. Reacting to the mundane present as if you were living in the past as a neglected child. If you are actually safe, but it feels hysterical, it’s historical.”


If it’s hysterical, it’s historical. That framing hit me like a shock wave. I could instantly think of times when I responded to something with panic that wasn’t warranted by the situation. Please don’t judge me, but I have reacted to leasing a new apartment as if it is life or death, for real. Lost between excruciating, multiday depressive episodes about how I can’t afford any apartment and that one wrong decision will trap me in a lifetime of financial ruin and that someone else, someone better and smarter than me, needs to make this choice for me, I wear myself (and everyone I know) down to exhaustion. By the time I do move, it’s a relief because I no longer have to live inside my tempestuous head about the decision. And when it comes to professional feedback? Oh lord. If my former boss, who trusted me and rarely criticized my work, gave me any feedback, I would launch into a full-blown internal civil war— cannons, muskets, and threats of secession— the part of me that trusted myself violently clashing with the part of me that thought I was an incompetent, unworthy fraud. Dear former boss: Although I appeared to be placid as a lake and really ingesting your helpful pointers, please know that when I excused myself from your office it was to go to the parking lot, lie in the backseat of my car in the fetal position, turn on calming sounds of the ocean meant for lulling babies to sleep, and weep.


I grudgingly decided to start a new kind of therapy with Dr. Candace, one directly aimed at healing “complex trauma,” a label for people who have been chronically exposed to severe events— usually early in their lives— like abuse or neglect. Trauma therapy is different from traditional therapy. Instead of telling stories about the past and looking for insights and patterns like you do in “talk therapy,” you go back to the wound, to the traumatic event, and “re-process” it so that it no longer causes you distress in the present. You don’t delete the painful memories, this is not Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind and I am not Kate Winslet as much as I want to get close to Mark Ruffalo; rather, with the help of a psychotherapist, you convert the memory into something that no longer causes you suffering. Does that all sound fake and vague? Because at first, it sounded like pure make-believe to me.


It didn’t help that the techniques for this type of rehabilitation sounded even more bizarre. Dr. Candace explained that through the use of mindfulness, intentional breathing (finally, I was going to learn how to breathe!), Internal Family Systems (a type of therapy that postulates that all parts within you, even the parts that are totally destructive, actually want to help you), and EMDR* (a treatment that uses rhythmic eye movement to alleviate emotional distress), we would encourage my brain to heal itself.


All I had to do was sit down and sweep my eyes from side to side to the sound of a ticking metronome (as you do in EMDR) and then I wouldn’t be thinking suicidal thoughts at a poetry reading anymore? That couldn’t be real. But as I researched the technique, I learned it was indeed scientific and it was recommended by both the Department of Defense and the Department of Veterans Affairs to heal PTSD in soldiers returning from war. That sounded legit. Who was I to question something that worked for veterans who had really been in life-or-death situations? Besides, if it was as fake as I thought it was going to be, who would even know? I had nothing to lose and many non-doom-spiral poetry readings to gain.*


With the help of this treatment, I could look back at my abandonment-economic-ruin-maybe-it-would-be-better-to-not-exist thought loop at the poetry reading and understand what provoked it. I know for a fact that I was rarely held in a loving way as a child. My mother often pinned me to the carpet of her bathroom floor in order to “examine” everything that was “wrong” with my body. I remember it feeling excruciating. I would thrash and scream, but I was little and powerless. That rage transformed into an instinct to flee from my mother whenever she was nearby. My father has confirmed that he rarely touched me because he was afraid. “I thought your mother would accuse me of being a pervert or doing something wrong if I held you, so I just . . . didn’t. I would get scared if we hugged, so I kept my distance.” My father and I have hugged so rarely that when we do now, it’s awkward. It lands somewhere between a side hug and a pat on the back.


So, I have this five-year-old in me who, after having been deprived for so long, is desperate for touch, from just about anyone— babysitters, playmates, and, as I’ve gotten older, men. So even if a dude was treating me badly, even if my date was, say, not paying attention to me at an obscure poetry reading, that five-year-old doesn’t understand that I don’t need to freak out. All she wants is physical comfort and she will keep me in relationships I don’t want to be in, she will direct me toward decisions I don’t want to make, and ultimately, she will drive me out of my mind if she doesn’t get what she wants. And all she wants is her fucking hand held.


We all have trauma. The hot Aussie was right— we get it from our parents, our teachers, our culture. Trauma occurs across all races and all socio-economic classes. It’s nothing remarkable, special, or new, it’s the common denominator of being alive. It’s been here as long as we have! I mean, in the creation story, God makes the world in six days but then is so stressed by how hard it all was that the Great Almighty had to take a mental health day. We couldn’t even go a week without trauma.


If you kinda gag at the word “trauma” like I once did and need a more grounded term, we could also call this what the Buddha referred to as “suffering.” We all suffer. Terrible things happen to us— death, robberies, pain, abuse. And less serious instances of suffering happen every day— injuring ourselves, a friend betraying our trust, having a phone conversation with a representative at United Healthcare as we try to get at least some of these goddamn therapy bills reimbursed.


When I talk about trauma, I am using the definition of Gabor Maté, the renowned Hungarian-Canadian psychologist, physician, and best selling author who is seen by many as the “father” of trauma research. Maté, who suffered excruciating trauma as an infant in Nazi Germany, said in an interview with the Skoll Foundation that “Trauma is not what happens to you, it’s what happens inside you . . . the wound that you sustained, the meaning you made of it, the way you then came to believe certain things about yourself.”* He also points out something that is often missed: “Trauma can also be inflicted not by what happens to you but what doesn’t happen that should happen. . . . Even if you weren’t overtly hurt, you’re still wounded by not having your essential human needs met.”* What makes something traumatic, then, is not the event itself but being totally overwhelmed in that moment, finding a coping mechanism to get you through it, and then using that coping mechanism in similar situations forevermore, regardless of the reality of the situation. Unless we are shown or taught that there might be another way to deal with our feelings, we can become grown adults living in a five-year-old’s mind. I’m totally down to live in my five-year-old’s mind of loving feather boas and singing everywhere and anywhere, but little girlfriend is probably not to be trusted when dealing with work criticism, romantic relationships, or anything beyond delight and wonder. However, most of us don’t even know this is happening because our coping mechanism, whether from childhood or later in our lives, is just the way we experience the world.


“Sure, sure, sure, whatever, why can’t we just push this down and move forward with our lives? Why do we need to endlessly rehash the past? I’ve gotten this far already, haven’t I?” you justifiably quiz me as you look at your watch, wondering how much longer I am going to ramble about the lasting effects of trauma and now the Book of Genesis for some reason. The problem is, just because something is buried doesn’t mean it’s dead. We act as if trauma is so intimate that it only affects the person who suffers directly from it. But as you know, most people have terrible poker faces. Our children feel our trauma when we tell them not to cry because we ourselves grew up thinking our emotions were unsafe and wrong. Our partners feel it when we are so ashamed of ourselves that we can’t be fully vulnerable with them. Our colleagues feel it when we put them down or undermine them because we grew up in a household where we had to be tough and fight for limited resources. I’m very sorry to tell you this, but your trauma isn’t just yours. If you aren’t dealing with it, you might very well be forcing the people you love the most to deal with it instead. Call these unresolved feelings trauma, suffering, pain, emotional wounds, call them whatever the fuck you want, maybe the Great ICK would be better, all that matters is that we deal with these things so that they don’t deal with us— and with others.


If you’ve built your calm, stable, beautiful home on a graveyard of memories, emotions, and thoughts that you don’t want to deal with, if you’ve settled on a life that is feeling increasingly unsettling and at odds with a profound force within you, then I just want to remind you that no one said you had to build your house on top of a graveyard. No one said you had to be haunted. There are other places to live. The address for your safety, your okayness, is inside of you. And best of all, you, right this second, already have the strength, the wisdom, the courage, to deal with your own “Thing.”


One of my favorite thinkers and spiritual leaders, the late Rabbi Alan Lew, wrote, “[W]e are terrified of the truth. But this is a needless terror. What is there is already so . . . Owning up to it doesn’t make it worse. Not being open about it doesn’t make it go away. And we know we can stand the truth. It is already here and we are already enduring it.”* WE KNOW WE CAN STAND THE TRUTH. IT IS ALREADY HERE AND WE ARE ALREADY ENDURING IT. That makes me want to leap up off my sofa, raise the roof with my hands, and shout, “AMEN, ALAN LEW, AMEN!” The worst things you’ve ever been through, you have already been through. Congratulations, you made it! But if you remain hostage to your past reactions to hardships, you become a prisoner with no hope of escape. I hate to be a dick here, but it’s true. Even if someone did something extremely awful to you when you were young, if you keep reacting to it, you are adding torment to your life. So maybe . . . just a thought here . . . it’s time to deal with the truth in a way that doesn’t feel horrendous and might actually heal and free you? And maybe it will heal and free the world? IDK. Just a thought.


So, my fellow traveler, are you ready to get on the road with me? Are you ready to sit in the driver’s seat of your life and let your hair go wild? Are you ready to ditch being a passenger to your emotions and thoughts? Are you ready to feel the wind on your skin as you experience how exhilarating your present life can be?


I brought the snacks, why don’t you pick the music?


Ways I Distract Myself from How Un-Fun Healing Is




Um. So. Don’t hate me but this work is not necessarily going to be “pleasant.” I’M SO, SO SORRY. If you’ve been living in a trauma reaction for the past two years, we can’t undo it with one hot bubble bath, no matter how luxurious it is. Trust me, I’ve tried. We are going to have to revisit the hurts of our soul, and like you’ve probably guessed, this shit ain’t easy. But we don’t need to push through it and overwhelm ourselves either. There is no pain-endurance prize for who went the hardest at healing. Instead, we need go-to distractions to lighten up when things feel too heavy. It’s easier to heal when you have the mental capacity to do so. These are mine, what are yours?







1. I use the “good bowls,” the ones I bought in Japan from a discount restaurant supplier that I treasure like fine china inherited from my imaginary aristocratic grandmother. According to me, they can only be hand-washed and lord help you if you attempt to put them in the dishwasher. You will know my displeasure immediately. They usually sit on a high shelf above my kitchen sink to be admired by onlookers ( just me) from afar. I eat my Greek yogurt out of them. Or hummus and carrots. One time I used a “good bowl” as a soy-sauce receptacle. Using them for little things feels like a tiny, delicious rebellion.


2. I stress-research “best pants for one’s shape” on the Internet. I have become obsessed with what kinds of pants I should wear not because I want to look younger (which I do) but because I want to experiment with my style. I know jeans should no longer be skinny but I’m not into a flood leg either. Thank you for trying to convince me that “they look good on you!” sweet saleswoman, but you can’t tell me that they are flattering because I, too, can see my reflection in the mirror. What would a cross between Audrey Hepburn and Billie Eilish in pant form be? That feels like my vibe. A classic, gorgeous cropped jean that tells you to go fuck yourself.


3. I look at my face in the mirror about once every hour and wonder, Do I want Botox? I stretch out the lines etched between my eyes with my thumb and pointer finger to simulate what I think Botox would do for me. I spend hours online looking at before and after pictures of people with Botox and then at the “worst Botox accidents.” I make an appointment to get Botox myself then worry for the next few weeks that it’s too pricey, that it will hurt (needles in your face?!), and that getting it makes me a shallow, vain, bad person. I cancel the appointment.


4. I cycle between LOVING, NEEDING, SAVORING salty snacks and then banishing all salty snacks. This is not about an eating disorder, this is not about my weight, this I now recognize is an important part of my healing journey. The yin to the yang. All things go in waves, in cycles. The only constant snack in my overcrowded kitchen cupboard (read: a shelf ) is popcorn. I, for real, don’t think I could have confronted so many soul wounds without the comfort of a hot bowl of microwavable popcorn. Why are you so good, my popped princess?


5. I make a new Botox appointment, keep it, get actual Botox put into my frown lines, and fall instantly in love with Botox. It doesn’t hurt at all, it takes under a minute to perform the procedure, and it makes my face look like I’m not constantly scowling. And! In the most surprising and important news, it cures my chronic morning headaches. Cures! WHO KNEW? I schedule a new appointment for more Botox and quickly see how I could be one of those people who becomes addicted to plastic surgery and ends up looking like a bloated plastic cat. I might be vain, but I no longer have headaches!


6. I make utter nonsense lists to distract myself from how unfun healing is. Why don’t you give it a try?








A Little Thing That Helps


When working with an overwhelming tro-mahtic memory, sometimes I imagine I have a big plastic storage container. I take the memory and the thoughts and emotions associated with it, tie a leaded weight to them, place them in the box, and close the lid. I will come back to the box later, when I’m ready.
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